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INTRODUCTION 


The Nansemond River has been the subject of a great deal 
of local literature because of its rich history. The river has 
served as a natural travel and transportation route for 


Nansemond County and Suffolk since settlements were 
established in the area. Those of us today may find it hard to 
‘see the importance of the river as virtually all commercial 
has ceased, but in the early years it was a vital link 
as the lifeline of 


activi 
with close and distant neighbors actin 
communities in these areas. The liveli 


semond trie and Suffolk settlers depended on the river. 
; t their businesses and homes around it. This is 
intended to be an interesting and informative guide touching 
on the influencial people and important sites associated with 


These men bui 


the Nansemond River. 


Marion J. Watson 
and 
H.R. Gray, Jr. 


Robert W. Withers Memorial Bridg 


MT. PLEASANT — Mt. Pleasant, the ancestral home of the 
Meade family of Virginia, was located at the 
headwaters of the Nansemond River where Westhaven 
Lakes is now. Colonel Meade was a gracious host and en- 
tertained many prominant people of that day who traveled 
through the area, including Colonel William Xyrd of 
through the area, including Colonel William Byrd of 
surveying the line through the Dismal Swamp between 
Virginia and North Carolina. When Colonel Byrd left Mt. 
Pleasant, Colonel Meade sent with him a cart load of 
provisions and a large quantity of his best apple brandy. 
..Mt. Pleasant was the scene of a whirlwind courtship and 
marriage in 1731. Sir Richard Everard, Royal Governor of 
\North Carolina, left Edenton and came to Tidewater to 
secure passage back to England. While waiting for a ship, the 
governor and his family were the guests of Andrew Meade. 
During their stay at Mt. Pleasant, a romance grew between 
David Meade and Susannah Everard, the eldest daughter of 
Sir Richard. David had little hope of gaining the consent of 
the families for an early marriage and was preparing to 
accompany Sir Richard and his family back to England in 
order to be with Susannah. The Meade family was distressed 
at the idea of their son David being separated from them for 
such a long time and thus prevailed upon Sir Richard to 
consent to the marriage. The union of David and Susannah 
was a happy one and produced two sons who became officers 
in the Revolutionary War. Richard Kidder Meade was aide- 
de-camp to George Washington and Everard Meade was 
aide-de-camp to General Benjamin Lincoln. 


2 


OLD GLASS FURNACE -— One of the early industries of the 
Virginia colonists was glass making. It is believed that a 
glass works was situated on this site that is now owned by the 
City of Suffolk. The land was acquired by Robert Brashier, a 
French Huguenot, who patented in 1640 and 1653 land in 
Upper Norfolk County on the Nansemond River for the 
transportation of Peter and Reeve Besairdier who appear to 
have been skilled glass makers. Brashier also obtained other 
land on the Nansemond River for transporting 24 persons 
among who were Robert Brassuer, and Florence, his wife ; 
Mary, Persid, Katherine, and Bennett Brasseur. These men 
might have come to help in the glass factory. 

Glass beads, broken pieces of glassware, glass buttons and 
fragments of window glass have been found, along with what 
is thought to be the remains of an ancient glass furnace. 
Some of the beads found are so lovely that it is thought they 
must have been used by the women of the colony for their 
ornamentation and not for trade with the Indians. It is 
believed that most of the beads that have been found in 
recent times must have been imperfect specimens that were 
thrown away. These beads are in all different colors. Some 
are blue, made from copper and cobalt; purple, from potash 
and manganese; amber, from iron; and red-purple from 
manganese and soda. More on page B12. 
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SACK POINT - On this site, during the Revolutionary War, 
American land and sea forces were supplied with weapons 
and ammunition kept in warehouses. These warehouses were 
burned by the British during the war. 
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WATERMAN’S GRAVEYARD ~ Accérding to tradition, in 
early days it was believed by watermen, that if they 
drowned, their souls could not rest at peace until they were 
buried at the high water mark. At this site watermen were 
brought to be buried among the trees on high ground. 
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COWPER SHIPYARD - The colonial shipyard in Suffolk 
was owned by Wills Cowper and Company. The Cowper 
‘brothers and their sons had a thriving shipping business in 
Hampton, Suffolk, Norfolk and Portsmouth. The Marquis 
Lafayette letter of Marque was built on this site. When 
reports arrived that the British were coming up the Nan- 
semond River, the owners launched and then sunk the ship to 
keep it out of the hands of the British invaders. The men at 
the shipyard probably did not have time to do a thorough job 
because the British found the ship, raised it, and carried it to 
Portsmouth. When the British evacuated that town, the ship 
was again sunk, but her owners went to Portsmouth and 
brought her back to their shipyard in Suffolk and fitted her 
out for sea duty. The Lafayette entered the service of the 
Virginia State Navy and served her country. The ship was 
finally run aground at Cape Henry. More on page C10. 
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NANSEMOND COUNTY COURTHOUSE - The Nan- 
semond County Courthouse was moved to Suffolk before 1755, 
from its original site at Jarnegan’s Bridge near what is now 
Cahoon Dam. Tradition states that the land for this 
relocation, was contributed by Colonel Lemuel Riddick. 
During the Revolutionary War, when Suffolk was burned, the 
courthouse was damaged and a bill was sent to the General 
Assembly after the war for its repair. A traveler who passed 
through Suffolk discribed the courthouse as a small brick 
building. In the fire of 1837, which burned most of North Main 
Street from the wharf to Mahan Street, this building was 
destroyed. A new courthouse was built on the same spot. 
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OLD SUFFOLK — In May, 1742, the General Assembly 
passed an act “For erecting a Town at Constance’s 
warehouse in the County of Nansemond”’. This was located 
on 50 acres of land belonging to Jethro Sumner and his wife. 
It was to be laid out between two creeks, or guts, on the 
Nansemond River; one below Constance Warehouse, and the 
other above the warehouse. John Milner surveyed the 
property and laid out the town. At the end of present Main 
Street was the public wharf. Fire and war have destroyed the 
water front in Suffolk many times over the years, but this 
section of the river has always come back to life and today 
business goes on as usual. 
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ROBERT W. WITHERS ORIAL BRIDGE - During 
the early days of Suffolk or t’s Warehouse, there was 
no bridge located in the vicinity of the settlement. On 
November 30, 1752, the vestry of the Upper Parish of Nan- 
semond County, ordered one George Waff to maintain a ferry 
from Jordan’s Point across the river to Constant’s 
Warehouse. This ferry was for the use of the clergy, the 
vestry, and the people. By 1777, a bridge had been built. 
~ In 1779, when the British burned Suffolk the bridge was 
destroyed. It is likely that a pontoon bridge was used for 
some time after that date. By 1784, the bridge had been 
replaced. 

According to a Federal Map of the area, a draw-bridge had 
been built across the Nansemond River by 1863. It would 
appear that this bridge was destroyed, as a new bridge was 
built between 1863 and 1865. 

In 1880, the County Supervisors agreed to an iron 
bridge, at least 12 feet wide, with a draw of 40 feet c at 
the most $6,000. 

The present bridge, called the Robert W. Withers 
ogy Bridge, was completed on July 27, 1935 at a cost of 

.$107,985. 
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CONSTANTIA HOUSE - Although no patent or other 
evidence of ownership has been located, Suffolk’s 
unrecorded history informs us that John Constant came to 
Nansemond County around 1720 and built a house on a hill 
overlooking the Nansemond River. His house was a story- 
and-a-half frame structure. Its most outstanding feature was 
the massive brick end-chimney with haunches. Due to the 
loss of early records, nothing is known of the life of John 
Constant. It would appear that he was involved in trade as he 
built a warehouse on the south side of the river which was 
used as a tobacco warehouse. The settlement which grew 
here became known as Constant’s Warehouse. 

John Constant probably died in Suffolk. because later 
records mention the place as-the Widow Constant’s home. 
The house emerged unscarred from the destruction rendered 
to Suffolk from both the Revelution and the Civil War. The 
house and property has passed through several owners. John 
Peatfield acquired the property and in 181 he sold his small 
farm adjoining Cedar Hill Cemetery known as “Constantia” 
to the town of Suffolk for $1,200. The town reserved part of the 
land and rented out the rest for farming. The house was later 
used as a poor house, and at one time as a pest house. Around 
the turn of this century, the house fell into disrepair and was 
finally demolished. More on page B7. 
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ROSE HILL — Rose Hill is located on the Nansemond River 
about a half mile from the present bridge in old Suffolk. 
Captain Edward Allen who served in the Revolutionary War 
lived here. The original site was thought to be an Indian 
burial ground as many. artificats were found during the 
excavation of a basement. The original house was a story- 
and-a-half in height. Limiting stories was a common practice 
in order to avoid the taxes which were levied on the number 
of stories beneath the eaves. The house survived the 
Revolutionary War in spite of the fact that it was on this 
property, at Reid’s Wharf, near the Shrine Club, that the 
British landed when they burned Suffolk in 1779. In 1837, 
when the great fire on Main Street destroyed the old part of 
Suffolk, sparks blown by the wind, settled on Rose Hill. 
Fortunately, the owners were able to put out the fire in time 
and no damage was done to the house. The house escaped 
near disaster a second time during the Civil War when 
Federal Troops used it as one of their headquarters in Suf- 
folk. A two-story section was added to the original structure 
after the Civil War. During a later remodeling, the original 
structure was incorporated into a two-story structure and the 
subsequent house lost all resemblance to the original. Rose 
Hill has been owned by the Hurff family for many years. 
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SHINGLE CREEK ~ About 1795, the Jericho Canal was cut 
through the Dismal Swamp to make a shorter and more 
convenient route to Lake Drummond and to bring out the 
swamp timber. This canal connected with Shingle Creek 
which emptied into the Nansemond River, thus saving many 
miles of overland travel for the lumbermen. Thousands of 
singles were sent out of the swamp through Shingle Creek to 
be shipped all over the country. In 1858, “Porte Crayon”, 
(David Hunter Strother), came to Suffolk and entered the 
Dismal Swamp by way of Shingle Creek. He wrote an article 
for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine and drew pictures of the 
swamp and the people who lived and worked in it. 
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DUMPLING ISLAND — Dumpling Island is located in the 
Nansemond River. This island was the treasure house of the 
chief of the Nansemond Indians, who were part of the 


river near the Western Branch. John Smith visited the island 
in 1608 on one of his many exploration trips. Later the 
colonist returned to Dumpling Island to obtain corn when 
food ran short at Jamestown. 

..During the Revolution, half of the island was owned by 
John Goodrich, Sr. In 1775, at the outbreak of the American 
Revolution, Goodrich sided at first with the revolutionary 


property as could be found was sequestered. Eventually, he 
was released and went to England, with his wife and several 
of his sons. He never came back to Nansemond County 
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HILL’S POINT AND FORT NORFLEET — Confederate 
forts were located at both Hill’s Point and Fort Norfleet. ‘ 
These two forts, about two miles apart, guarded the river>’ 
approach to Suffolk and witnessed a great deal of action ~ 
against the Federal forces in the Civil War. In an attempt to 
capture the Confederate forces at Hill’s Point, Federal ° 
marines landed on the opposite side of the river and poured 
musket fire into the confederate breastworks. The Con+'’ 
federate commander asked for a volunteer to swim the river 
and set fire to the marsh grass in hopes of running the , 
Federal troops from their hiding place. A Texan volunteered, ;. 
He stripped, tied a box of matches on his head, and swam the. . 
river amid a hail of bullets. After reaching the other side he... 
started the fire and returned unhurt. dias 

The Confederate planted a battery on the farm of Nat,;, 
Norfleet, Sr., which then became known as Fort Norfleet. On, - 
April 13, 1863, the battery at Fort Norfleet opened fire on the 
Federal gunboats Mt. Washington and the West End. They ~. 
drifted on the flats but were towed off by the Stepping Stones 
and fell back down the river. The Stepping Stones later 
shelled the Norfleet home, forcing Mrs. Norfleet to flee with 
her infant son, Nat Norfleet, Jr. She ran through the woods to 
the Hill Point Farm. 
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PEMBROKE — Pembroke is located on the Nansemond 
River about ten miles below old Suffolk. It was built in the 
early 1700’s and named for the Earl of Pembroke. The house 
later came into the possession of Thomas Jack, a native of 
Scotland who came to Virginia in 1758. In 1769 Jack married 
Martha Wilkinson, the widow of the owner of Pembroke. 
Pembroke consisted of 650 acres with a mansion, offices and « 
28 slaves. There were large peach and apple orchards on the 4 
property. Thomas Jack was a magistrate and next in line for *! 
sheriff when he was forced to flee in 1775 because of his 7 
loyality to the Crown. He was a friend of Lord Dunmore, the 3 
Royal Governor. After the Revolution, he filed a claim on the -; 
property which was held in right of Mrs. Jack, who had died * 
in 1780, in the name of his daughter, Janet Rae Jack. Thomas % 
Jack never came back to live in Virginia after his flight to, 
England. More on page C2. ; 
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GEORGE WASHINGTON’S LAND — George Washington, ? 
Fielding Lewis, and Thomas Walker owned ,a frm on the ¥ 
south side of the Nanseond River. The records of Nansemond » 
County were destroyed by fire in 1866. Fortunately, however, » 
documents showing the ancient history of the tract were 5 
saved. These documents are now in the Court House. William © 
B. Whitehead of Suffolk bought this property from George = 
Washington’s estate. Whitehead, a Suffolk businessman, « 
became the owner on September 25, Be ae boaeee , 
years after the date of Washington's death. He pad 
estate for $290, or about seventy-five cents an acre. This wag 
one of the few unsold tracts 
belonging to the estate. Washington had believed it to be very 
valuable property when he and his partners paid $8 an acre to 
Dr. Wright and Mr. Josh Jones. This is probably why he did 
not sell it when he disposed of his Dismal Swamp investment. 
Today this area is valuable farm land and justifies the faith 
Washington had in this section of the country. 
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SLEEPY HOLE FERRY — In August, 1702, an act was 
passed by the House of Burgess requiring that ferries be kept 
at certain locations throughout the state. In Nansemond 
County, a ferry was to be kept between Cofield’s Point on the 
north, and the land of Robert Peal on the south side of the 
Nansemond River. The land owned by Robert Peal included 
what is now Planters Club. It was in this vicinity that the 
ferry crossed. The cost for a one way trip was six pence for a 
man and one shilling for a man and horse. The stage coach 
hes Petersburg to Portsmouth in the old days also used this 
erry. 

The Sleepy Hole Ferry was used frequently during the 
Revolution to move men and horses of both sides back and 
forth across the river. On January 16, 1781, Benedict Arnold 
and his dragons crossed here on their way to Portsmouth 
after their Richmond raid. In July of that same year, Corn- 
wallis’s men crossed the Nansemond over the Sleepy Hole 
Ferry and camped near-by the crossing. ’ 

Parson Jacob Keeling, an Episcopal minister, later owned 
part of the Sleepy Hole Farm. He was instrumental in saving 
the Glebe land which is near Sleepy Hole, for the churcit. 
After the Revolution, the state planned to confiscate the land, 
but Parson Keeling worked diligently to retain the land for 
the benefit of the church. The church still owns this land. 
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TOWN POINT OR NANSEMOND TOWN -— Town Point is 
located near the mouth of the Nansemond River, where the 
present bridge on Route 17 crosses the river. Town Point has 
a long and interesting histpry. On November 12, 1635, Franci 
Hough patented 800 a of land on the south side of the 
Nansemond River, inclu the area later known as Town 
Point. In 1667, a law 
counties in Virginia. On 
work out the details of 
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financed by Nansemond, Isle of Wight, Lower Norfolk; 
Elizabeth City, and Warrick Counties. by law the fort had to 
have eight great guns. . 
_In 1680, towns were ordered to be laid out in each county. 
Nansemond’s town was to be located at What is now Tow 
Point. Lots were a half acre in size and were to be sold for 100 
pounds of tobacco. A dwelling and a warehouse had to be 
erected within three months or the land reverted to the 
trustees. oi 
In October, 1705, another act was passed concerning towns; 
The one on Nansemond River was to be Nansemond T: 
and was to be called Nansemond. Mondays and Thursdays of 
each week were to be market days. The fifteenth of October. 
and the four days following, exclusive of Sunday, were to be 
their fair days. In 1740, a ferry was established from Nak 
semond Town to After this time, nothing more ig. 
heard of this “paper” town until after the Revolutionary Wag. 
when John Cowper filed a claim for his house and 
ereoreee that were burned by the British at Nansemond. 
own. : 
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BENNETT’S CREEK-Named for Richard Bennett wyo 
bought land in Nansemond County in the 1630s. He was a 
major general in the militia and a prominent citizen of the 
county. He was Governor of Virginia unter ‘Cromwell from 
1652 to 1655. More on page C3. om 
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